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Story of a court house 1857- 
1957 (Mills co., Iowa) 
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This story is dedicated to the 
Centennial of the Mills County Court 
House at Glenwood, Iowa. 


Otha D. Wearin | 
Hastings, lowa 
September 1, 1957. 
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The Story of a Court House is the first of what may be- 
come a Series of historical and descriptive sketches intended 
to preserve the history of southwest Iowa. My wife, Mrs. 
Otha D. Wearin, has urged me to attempt the project which 
conforms with her advocacy of the pamphlet length article 
for hurried America. 


It is appropriate that any series of pamphlets beginning in 
1957 and written by a native of Mills County, should deal 
first with the century old Court House that is celebrating its 
centennial this year at Glenwood, Iowa. 


Mrs. Junior Anderson has supplied the eyes and tlie 
patience to assist me with the research work, and the typing 
skill to prepare the material for the printers. 


I have also been assisted in the project by Mr. Walter 
Breen, Glenwoed, Iowa; Mrs. Anna Mickelwait, Glenwood, 
Iowa; Mr. Forrest Chantry, Malvern, Iowa; Mr. Allen Wort- 
man, Malvern, Iowa, Mrs. H. T. Beattie, Malvern, Iowa, and 
others. . 


Sources of information have included newspaper files of 
the Mills County Tribune, Glenwood, Iowa; The Malvern 
Leader, Malvern, Iowa and the Opinion-Tribune, Glenwood, 
Iowa. “History of Mills County, Iowa,” published by the 
State Historical Company, Des Moines, 1881. (From the 
library of A. D. French, corrected and annotated by Mr. 
French) “Seventy-five Years of Progress” by L. L. Green- 
walt, Hastings, lowa—1944. “arly Settlement and Growth 
of Western Iowa” by Rev. John Todd—published by The 
Ifistorical Department of Iowa, Des Moines, lowa, 1906. A 
Brief [History of Malvern, lowa by Charles Paddoek, publish- 
ed by Malvern Leader in 1917, 
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The Story of A~ 
Court House 


1857-1957 


by 
Ov, a sh. i, rin 


In 1857, eleven years after Iowa was admitted to the 
Union (1846) the citizens of Mills County planned and erect- 
ed the Georgian Colonial Court House now standing and in 
use in the central square at Glenwood, Iowa. 


While Peter Cooper quarried the limestone near Hender- 
son, lowa for the foundation of the building, the rumble cf 
the impending War Between the States was gaining momen- 
tum. The building had been completed and in use three 
years before the storm of Civil War engulfed the nation. 
The walls of the court room in the new, imposing edifice 
echoed to the eloquence of orators who implored the youth 
of the pioneer community to answer the call to the colors. 


The cabins of a few scattered settlers had already been 
erected in Mills County when the State of lowa was admitted 
to the Union in 1846. Peter Sarpy had been trading with the 
Indians and operating a ferry at Traders Point, on the 
Missouri River, in the extreme northwest corner of what 
afterward became Mills County. Jlenry Allis, who arrived in 
1836 reported that Sarpy had been at his stand for two years. 


Civil government was unknown prior to January 15, 1851 
in the area, beyond the jurisdiction of Vigilantes Committees 
that often meted out justice and injustice with the same 
measure, 

On January 15, 1851, Coonville, named for Liberius T. 


Coons, « Morman doctor, who arrived in Mills County in 1847, 
was selected as the seat of the new county government. 
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Coonville became Glenwood in 1853. The site of the present 
Court House was provided by Act of the General Assembly of 
Iowa and approved January 12, 1853, as follow: “That the 
seat of justice for the County of Mills be and the same is 
hereby located upon the South West Quarter of Section el 
and the North West Quarter of Section 13, Township 72, 
Range 43, in the town of Coonville, the name of which is 
hereby changed to that of Glenwood, provided the proprietors 
of said town shall to secure to the County Judge of said 
county or his successors in office, free of all expense for the 
perpetual and exclusive use of said County, one-third of all 
the lots in the limits of said town, together with the public 
square of not less than two acres for the use of public build- 
ings,” 


By 1855, the chuckle of settler’s wagons was beginning to 
be heard in all sections of Mills County. 


In 1856 arrangements were made to begin the erection of a 
court house that was completed in 1857. The name of the 
party who designed the building and the records of its con- 
struction have been lost or destroyed. The overall dimen- 
sions of the present main building are approximately 65 feet 
north and south by 74 feet east and west. It is a type of 
Georgian Colonial architecture that was used extensively for 
such public buildings in the middlewest. 


View of Mills County Court House About 1900. 
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Many of the early settlers in the south half of Iowa were 
Virginians and thus there was a strong southern influence 
upon the architecture, household practices and manners of 
the area. 


The common brick used in erecting the exterior walls of 
the building were molded and burned of local clay obtained 
in the county. Early builders were aware of the fact that 
common brick, being a form of ceramic, would withstand the 
test of time. Monticello, the home of Thomas Jefferson, 
built of common brick burned on the site, is standing in Vir- 
ginia in excellent condition after more than two hundred 
years of service. Common brick buildings that have been 
kept in repair have been standing in England for centuries. 


The frame work of the Mills County Court House was 
obtained from the wooded hills that surrounded Glenwood. 
Cottonwood, oak, walnut, and red elm logs were cut and 
hauled with ox teams to nearby mills that sawed them into 
the necessary timbers. It had been discovered by early 
builders in the eastern counties of the State that native Iowa 
woods could not be surpassed for strength and durability, 
especially when used for inside framework of brick and stone 
buildings. 


In 1861, Company A of the Fourth Iowa Infantry was 
organized and mustered into service in the new Court House 
at Glenwood. Approximately eighty men who were residents 
of Mills County volunteered for service. Unoccupied rooms 
in the building were pressed into service as temporary bar- 
racks for this Iowa contingent of Union soldiers. The roll of 
drums and the sound of marching feet echoed within the 
walls of the Mills County Court House, then but four years 
old. 


At the outbreak of the Spanish American War in 1898 the 
Court House at Glenwood was again the stage for a colorful 
scene as the men of Mills County assembled in the court 
room to organize another Iowa Company that served in the 
war with Spain. 


Twenty years later in 1918, crowds assembled in the Court 
Ilouse and cheered to the echo, the patriotic orators of the 
time as they promoted the sale of war bonds. In the Audi- 
tor’s office, men and women have gathered on election night, 
to analyze the early election returns, since the first campaign 
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of Abraham Lincoln for the Presidency of the United States 
in 1860. The old Court House at Glenwood has known the 
voices of national, state and local leaders for a century. 
Almost every Governor and United States Senator, who has 
served the State, and every Congressman, who has repre- 
sented southwest Iowa, has spoken from the dias of. its 
courtroom. 


Colorful citizens of southwest Iowa’s stormy past such as 
John Y. Stone, L. T. (Lew) Genung, Frank Shinn and many 
others have added to the heritage of the Court House in 
Glenwood. The official history of Mills County has been 
written largely within its confines and therein should be 
enshrined. 


Throughout the century iong history of the building, there 
has been a subdued but ever present curiosity about the 
original cost of the Mills County Court House, $40,000.00 in 
1857, a panic year. Forty-six years later, the town of Mal- 
vern, Iowa, erected a common brick building to house its 
school system, that contains considerably more cubic feet of 
space, for $17,000.00. Building costs were higher at that 
time than they were in 1857. 


Unfortunately the history of the construction of the Court 
House at Glenwood, Iowa can never be complete because the 
plans and records of the work have been lost or destroyed. 
In fact, according to the history of Mills County published by 
the Iowa Historical Co., in 1881 all of the records pertaining 
to the early political history of the county were in a crimin- 
ally imperfect condition at that time despite the existence of 
adequate space for their preservation. Throughout the years 
no steps have been taken to correct the unfortunate state of 
affairs. Almost the sole records preserved are the names 
and bonds of those who received the suffrage of the people 
of the new county as its first officers on the day of organiza- 
tion. The unfortunate failure to preserve such valuable data 
makes it impossible to record many interesting incidents per- 
taining to the erection of one of lowa’s oldest and most 
historic court houses. We are left to speculate as to who 
may have designed the well proportioned structure, whose 
hands may have erected it, who other than Quarryman 
Cooper supplied the material. 


The proposal in 1906 to move the Court Tlouse to Malvern, 
lowa developed as a climax to a series of controversial ques- 
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tions, one of which involved the distribution of county funds 
among the various school systems on a per pupil basis. 


In the wake of disclosures indicating some abuses of school 
funds, a committee of citizens proposed to the Board of Sup- 
ervisors that in view of the defective structural condition of 
the Court House (mind you, this was in 1906) a new building 
should be erected. The action set off a storm of protest in 
the eastern half of the county. The opposition erystalized 
into the suggestion that if the physical condition of the Court 
House justified having it replaced with a new building, that 
the structure should be relocated at Malvern, Iowa, a point 
much nearer to the geographical center of the county. For- 
mal action was taken to place the question before the voters 
and the fight. was on. No one has dared to estimate the 
amount of money that was spent by both factions in the cam- 
paign. - In all probability the figure would stagger even our 
modern conception of local finance. A son of one of the 
principals in the campaign reported to me that his father was 
assessed $1,500 as a contribution to the ‘‘slush-fund” and 
that he paid without protest. 


There were public meetings, and secret meetings, petitions 
and remonstrances, charges and counter-charges and still the 
battle raged on. The matter eventually came to a vote and 
the proposal to move the county seat to a new location was 
defeated. 


The residents of the Glenwood area were concerned how- 
ever, lest a second attempt might be successful. They quietly 
organized a group of men who drafted legislation altering the 
number of votes required within a county to relocate a court 
house for any distance in excess of one mile, from a majority 
to two-thirds vote. The measure that flouted the principle 
of majority rule was quietly and efficiently steered through a 
committee to final passage without debate and became a law. 


This legislation provided that the people cannot petition 
the Board of Supervisors to move a court house any more 
than once in five years. The petition must be signed by one 
half of all the legal voters of a county according to the last 
federal census. If such a document can be obtained and the 
proposition comes to a vote, it must carry by a two-thirds 
majority. The obvious purpose of the legislation was to 
prevent a majority of the people from changing the location 


ean to louie are 
-yue to bigot lt a? Boat. | 

to watibied Letusou i ort 2 
gaibliud won 5 (8081 mt eow Lins a | 
ai testorg to tote @ Tho tee soldog gdT.bedoe ; 
hostiaiayts ipterr ioveg et t¢ Bed | Ret 
JWOD end To quit baat gh tq eit i oe gh mperdt e | 


var boltivent 
tutto 8 one i 


aM ja s butanol bivede owtourle a 
“gt .ysnves odd sha cigs tgogy ort of 4soRoa down 
ergdov alt stoted neMesnp ot! col oF agilad caw oliog leon 
o') otsenides of beteb asd ono of ayo gew difgit old bir 
«ciao od} at enontent Mitod yd wath e KAW taht Yonort to ‘teens, 
vwo neve toogete bigow ecrgit of? ifidadory fn nl. araieg _ 
ed} Yo sao To moet Yoniicult igoob to not Goo nO fs sb ie 

saw total ei todd 9 eg horreqet ngincrenins alt «it aaa rig 
bine Sheath rieate® ond 


md Oo) noltadiined & ae 008, 1a hi A 
(tester Quodtioe bing a ja 


assis eiptriteoret inthe bas veal ail Hide pile ia 
oft Wide bag eoy'tadoetediauos brs sate 2 ponusttanom ee 
haa tov & ora tino» “380 OT 80 Bg te 
aw foble ook wan «a Ins RE 


‘git baarsondo pen 
Y teiun vont An tae 

it anit votiss noliel 
hh WD. ie igeosit 
«0 a1 Mot 4 
ona oil? botvokh 


etl: onde aga, 434 query. * i: forbon y 
B aicitiw bownpe 2atoy: to 4 ue 
to peony tt pee bit jot gat 


ats bts ultoisip, ays olun yriolenr 1 
| Not iw Syseay haat ol nod timate 


wife Joon fa ofl said) hobivord I 


wie Vl ovo hy Riggins, 
oo Yl botthia o Mifeq oil  .winey ay 
det oft oe ate sf B to etatoy Seeol-s 


one hese 


of any court house more than a mile, in any county of the 
State of Iowa, regardless of how much such 4 change might 
be to the advantage of the public. 


Sometime after 1900 a wing, measuring sixteen feet by 40 
feet was added to the north side of the Court House. _ It was 
constructed to provide fireproof vaults for the offices of the 
Clerk of Court and Recorder. 


The clock and the tower that are part of the present struc- 
ture were not added until 1910, the money for the project 
having been raised by popular subscription. The Miils County 
Tribune stated in the issue of July 8, 1910, that the clock had 


been in place one week. 
@ 


According to the same issue of the Mills County Tribune 
the time piece weighed one thousand pounds. li is thirty- 
five feet from the bottom of the eight foot penduium to the 
center of each of the four dials. The glass that covers the 
latter is one-half inch in thickness. The hands are two and 
one-half feet in length. The bell alone Weighs six hundred 
pounds, its striker, one thousand pounds; the weight that 
operates the clock, 200 pounds and the weight on <he end of 
the pendulum seventy-five pounds. The Tribune article did 
not record the total weight of the eight-day clock. It did 
State however that the mechanism was made at the Seth 
Thomas factory at Thomaston, Connecticut and cost 51,030. 


The style of the Tribune article from which the above facts 
were obtained is unmistakably that of its colorful editor, J. 
Rk. (Jim) Graham, who was associated with W. F. (Frank) Hill 
in the publication of the paper. He reported having been con- 
ducted on his inspection tour of the new clock by J. L. (Jim) 
Bellatti, who assisted with the installation project. Mr. 
Graham’s account of the new addition to the Court House 
stated that the cost of the labor and material used in rein- 
forcing the roof preparatory to the installation of the clock 
amounted to $121.95. Taking into consideration the fact 
that the 1910 wage scale was much lower than it is now, the 
figure substantiates the contention that the roof of the 
Court House was inadequately reinforced at the time the 
clock was installed. This error of judgment has resulted in 
some damage to the building that could even now, be cor- 
rected, 
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The Mills County Court House still stands today in the 
center of the business square at Glenwood, Iowa after a cen- 
tury of use. The building is in need of repair. A contro- 
versy over its future has been in progress since 19538. <A 
group of citizens in the county has taken the position that the 
building should be torn down and replaced with a new one. 


Another group has advanced the idea that because of its 
architectural beauty and historical significance it should be 
preserved. 


The proponents of a new building petitioned the Board of 
Supervisors for a special election to be held in the spring of 
1954. The proposal was defeated. The proponents again 
petitioned the Board of Supervisors to submit the issue to the 
electorate at the general election in the fall of 1954. The 
proposal was again defeated. 


There were several important issues in both campaigns. 
The principal one advanced by the proponents was the physi- 
cal condition of the building, the same one used in 1906. In 
both the 1954 and 1906 campaigns they contended that the 
structure was on the verge of collapse. In 1954 bridge 
planks were placed in the court room, ostensibly to support 
the ceiling. Actually they were not always placed over the 
supporting walls in the basement and therefore were a detri- 
ment to the building rather than a safeguard. In all proba- 
bility this error of judgment not only damaged the Court 
House but also the cause of those who were advocating a new 
building. 


Those who supported the belief that the Court House 
should be restored did so on two counts. The first one was 
that the original structure could be repaired for a fraction of 
what a new building would cost thereby saving the taxpayer's 
a substantial sum. The second issue advanced the thought 
that the Court House should be preserved because of its his- 
torical significance, being one of the oldest in the state and 
of excellent architectural design. 


The middle-west has been slow to comprehend the potential 
of its historic buildings. The incidents that surround their 
past may not be comparable to the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence, but they are of great importance to the 
area. The entire course of the nation’s history has some- 
times been altered by an apparently insignificant incident. 
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They are of such importance to the entity of our history that 
they should be preserved. An excellent example is the little 
known ride of John Jouitt through the hills of Virginia to 
warn Thomas Jefferson that General Tarleton’s forces were 
on their way to capture him. Jefferson fled from Monticello 
and escaped the British by a matter of minutes. Had he 
been captured, the loss of his determined leadership to the 
Colonies might have broken their resistance to the British 
Government. If there had not been a John Jouitt, there 
might not have been a Declaration of Independence. 


Taken all in all, the Court Houses of Iowa, the covered 
bridges, the pioneer log cabins, homes of men like General 
Greenville M. Dodge, the grist mills and the old inns, enrich 
the history and heritage of the middlewest. Failure to pre- 
serve the material evidence of our noble background will only 
serve to make the present more shallow for the generations 
that follow us. 


For those who are inclined to be mercinary I suggest that 
the preservation of every possible historic shrine on our East 
and West sea coasts and in the South has brought a flood of 
tourists who constitute big business throughout the year. 


The Mills County Court House is one of the finest exam- 
ples of early Iowa architecture still standing in the State. It 
should be restored and preserved. 
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